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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR DEFINING 
HARDWARE ROUTING PATHS FOR 

NETWORKS HAVING IP AND MPLS PATHS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to communication 
networks, and more speci?cally, to a method and system for 
uniformly handling IP (Internet Protocol) and MPLS (Multi 
Protocol Label Switching) path calculations to maximize 
hardWare path resource utiliZation. 

The rapid groWth of the Internet and the Widespread 
deployment of netWorks built around the Internet Protocol 
suite are creating a demand for neW capabilities in IP net 
Works. MPLS provides a number of poWerful capabilities 
such as traf?c engineering, etc. As With IP routers, MPLS 
nodes use a routing protocol such as OSPF or IS-IS to calcu 
late netWork paths and establish reachability. Multiprotocol 
Label SWitching is an IETF initiative that integrates Layer 2 
information about netWork links (bandWidth, latency, utiliZa 
tion) into Layer 3 (TP) in order to simplify and improve IP 
packet exchange. MPLS provides netWork operators a great 
deal of ?exibility to divert and route tra?ic around link fail 
ures, congestion, and bottlenecks. MPLS based netWorks are 
becoming increasingly important for today’ s backbone Inter 
net. 

In MPLS, data transmission occurs on label-sWitched 
paths (LSPs). LSPs are a sequence of labels at each and every 
node along the path from the source to the destination. LSPs 
are established prior to data transmission (control-driven). 
The labels, Which are underlying protocol-speci?c identi?ers, 
are distributed using label distribution protocol (LDP) or 
RSVP or piggybacked on routing protocols like multiproto 
col border gateWay protocol (MPBGP). Each data packet 
encapsulates and carries the labels during their journey from 
source to destination. High-speed sWitching of data is pos 
sible because the ?xed-length labels are inserted at the very 
beginning of the packet or cell and can be used by hardWare to 
sWitch packets quickly betWeen links. 
When packets enter an MPLS-based netWork, Label Edge 

Routers (LERs) give them a label (identi?er). These labels 
can contain information based on the routing table entry (i.e., 
destination, bandWidth, delay, and other metrics). Once this 
classi?cation is complete and mapped, different packets are 
assigned to corresponding Labeled SWitch Paths (LSPs), 
Where Label SWitch Routers (LSRs) place outgoing labels on 
the packets. With these LSPs, netWork operators can divert 
and route tra?ic based on data-stream type and Intemet-ac 
cess customer. 

With MPLS, incoming packets (predominantly IP packets) 
are assigned With a label When the packets enter the MPLS 
netWork. Packet forWarding is done based on label informa 
tion Within the MPLS core netWork. In order to maximize 
netWork performance and get path protection, it is a common 
practice to create multiple paths Within a netWork that the 
packets can take to reach their ?nal destinations. This is 
referred to as tra?ic load sharing among multiple paths. When 
an MPLS enabled netWork is part of a bigger netWork, it is 
possible that incoming IP packets can take both MPLS and IP 
paths to their destinations, depending on particular tra?ic 
?oW information contained in the packets. 

In today’ s routers, packets are typically forWarded With the 
assistance of ASIC hardWare. After an IP packet enters a 
router, the router decides the next hop or path the packet needs 
to go by looking up the routing table, typically using the 
destination address of the IP packet. When load sharing paths 
are available, multiple hardWare paths need to be set up for a 
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2 
given route. The conventional approach to deal With a group 
of mixed IP and MPLS paths is to deal With them separately. 
Since IP paths are based on the next hop IP address and MPLS 
paths are based on the MPLS encapsulation string, this 
appears to be the natural thing to do as eachpath has its unique 
characteristics (IP address and label stack). If the paths con 
tain both IP and MPLS path, the hardWare paths must contain 
different information in order to forWard the packets onto 
MPLS or IP paths. Thus, With this approach, each route 
requires independent hardWare path resources to support IP 
and MPLS mixed load sharing paths. 
Due to ASIC resource limitations, it is often required that 

paths that belong to the same load sharing group must be 
allocated in contiguous blocks. Each MPLS path uses a dif 
ferent label stack, so each MPLS path requires a separate 
hardWare path. HoWever, there are only a ?nite number of 
hardWare path resources available on a router system. 

There is, therefore, a need for a method and system that 
treats IP and MPLS paths in a uniform Way When organiZing, 
sorting, and comparing IP and MPLS paths in order to achieve 
maximum hardWare path resource utiliZation. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A system and method for assigning hardWare routing paths 
in a netWork having IP paths and MPLS paths are disclosed. 

A method of the present invention generally comprises 
assigning a path ID for each path Within a path group. The 
path ID for each path is an IP address and the path group 
contains IP paths, MPLS paths, or both IP and MPLS paths. 
The method further includes comparing all path IDs in each 
path group and assigning a common hardWare resource to 
groups having matching path IDs. 
A system of the present invention generally comprises a 

processor operable to assign a path ID for each path Within a 
path group, compare all path IDs in each path group, and 
assign a common hardWare resource to groups having match 
ing path IDs. The system further includes memory for storing 
the path IDs. 

In another aspect of the present invention, a computer 
program product for de?ning hardWare routing paths in a 
netWork having IP paths and MPLS paths generally com 
prises code that assigns a path ID for each path Within a path 
group; code that compares all path IDs in each path group; 
and code that assigns a common hardWare resource to groups 
having matching path IDs. The product further includes a 
computer-readable storage medium for storing the codes. 

In a preferred embodiment, the path ID for each IP path is 
a unicast IP address corresponding to the IP path’ s next hop IP 
address and the path ID for each of the MPLS paths is pref 
erably a unique IP multicast address. The multicast addresses 
are selected from an internal managed group of IDs that is 
suf?ciently large to represent all netWork hardWare paths. A 
unique IP address is assigned for each softWare MPLS path 
entity. An assigned IP multicast address is returned to the 
group of internal managed IDs When a path entity is deleted. 

The method may also include sorting the paths in each path 
group by the value of the path ID for ef?cient path compari 
son. The sorted path groups are stored at least temporarily in 
a database. 

The above is a brief description of some de?ciencies in the 
prior art and advantages of the present invention. Other fea 
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tures, advantages, and embodiments of the invention will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art from the following descrip 
tion, drawings, and claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a network diagram illustrating routing paths for an 
IP network and an MPLS network. 

FIG. 2 is a system block diagram of a computer system that 
can be utiliZed to execute software of an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 3 shows tables listing paths for networks A, B, and C 
of the diagram of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 4 shows tables listing path IDs for the paths listed in 
the tables of FIG. 3. 

FIG. 5 is a diagram of a route table and adjacency table 
created by a system of the present invention for the network 
shown in FIG. 1. 

FIG. 6 is a ?owchart illustrating a process of the present 
invention for handling IP and MPLS path calculations. 

Corresponding reference characters indicate correspond 
ing parts throughout the several views of the drawings. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The following description is presented to enable one of 
ordinary skill in the art to make and use the invention. 
Descriptions of speci?c embodiments and applications are 
provided only as examples and various modi?cations will be 
readily apparent to those skilled in the art. The general prin 
ciples described herein may be applied to other embodiments 
and applications without departing from the scope of the 
invention. Thus, the present invention is not to be limited to 
the embodiments shown, but is to be accorded the widest 
scope consistent with the principles and features described 
herein. For purpose of clarity, details relating to technical 
material that is known in the technical ?elds related to the 
invention have not been described in detail. 

Referring now to the drawings, and ?rst to FIG. 1, a net 
work that may use the system and method of the present 
invention is shown. The network includes an IP network and 
an MPLS network which provide IP paths and MPLS paths, 
respectively, between network X and networks A, B, and C. 
The conventional approach on a router to program the hard 
ware paths that include both MPLS paths and IP paths is to 
treat the two different types of paths separately, as each has 
their unique characteristics. An IP path is based on the next 
hop IP address (a four byte unsigned value) while an MPLS 
path is based on a path rewrite entity which primarily contains 
a byte string that consists of the MPLS label stack in addition 
to destination and source MAC address. As described in detail 
below, the present invention provides a novel method and 
system for handling IP and MPLS path calculations in a 
uniform way to maximiZe hardware path resource utiliZation. 

The present invention operates in the context of a data 
communication network including multiple network ele 
ments. Some of the elements in a network that employs the 
present invention may be network devices such as routers and 
switches. For example, some of the nodes may be specially 
con?gured routers such as those available from Cisco Sys 
tems, Inc. of San Jose, Calif. As used herein the term router is 
used to refer to devices that forward packets based on network 
and higher layer information. The router may include, for 
example, a master central processing unit (CPU), interfaces, 
a hardware assisted forwarding engine, and a bus (e.g., a PCI 
bus). The CPU preferably includes a memory and a processor. 
When acting under the control of appropriate software or 
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4 
?rmware, the CPU is responsible for such router tasks as 
routing table computations, network management, and gen 
eral processing of packets. It preferably accomplishes all 
these functions under the control of software including an 
operating system (e.g., a version of the Intemetwork Operat 
ing System (IOS®) of Cisco Systems, Inc.) and any appro 
priate applications software. The CPU may include one or 
more processors such as a processor from the Motorola fam 
ily or microprocessors of the MIPS family of microproces 
sors. In an alternative embodiment, the processor is specially 
designed hardware for controlling operations of the router. 
Memory can be non-volatile RAM and/or ROM. However, 
there are many different ways in which memory could be 
coupled to the system. In an alternative embodiment, a router 
or switch may be implemented on a general purpose network 
host machine such as the computer system of FIG. 2, 
described below. 

FIG. 2 shows a system block diagram of computer system 
18 that may be used to execute software of an embodiment of 
the invention. The computer system 18 includes memory 22 
which can be utiliZed to store and retrieve software programs 
incorporating computer code that implements aspects of the 
invention, data for use with the invention, and the like. Exem 
plary computer readable storage media include CD-ROM, 
?oppy disk, tape, ?ash memory, system memory, and hard 
drive. Additionally, a data signal embodied in a carrier wave 
(e.g., in a network including the Internet) may be the com 
puter readable storage medium. Computer system 18 further 
includes subsystems such as a central processor 20, ?xed 
storage 24 (e. g., hard drive), removable storage 26 (e.g., CD 
ROM drive), one or more network interfaces 28, and a hard 
ware forwarding engine 29. Other computer systems suitable 
for use with the invention may include additional or fewer 
subsystems. For example, computer system 18 may include 
more than one processor 20 (i.e., a multi-processor system) or 
a cache memory. The computer system 18 may also include a 
display, keyboard, and mouse (not shown) for use as a host. 

Hardware forwarding engine 29 uses hardware to forward 
data packets to achieve high performance. The hardware rout 
ing table and adjacency table are programmed with the assis 
tance of software prior to data transmission. The present 
invention provides a uniform way of handling IP and MPLS 
paths to maximiZe hardware resources. When data packets 
arrive, the hardware forwarding engine 29 looks up the hard 
ware routing table, ?nds the route entry and adjacency to 
route the packet and forward the packets accordingly. 

The system bus architecture of computer system 18 is 
represented by arrows 30 in FIG. 2. However, these arrows are 
only illustrative of one possible interconnection scheme serv 
ing to link the subsystems. For example, a local bus may be 
utiliZed to connect the central processor 20 to the system 
memory 22. Computer system 18 shown in FIG. 2 is only one 
example of a computer system suitable foruse with the inven 
tion. Other computer architectures having different con?gu 
rations of subsystems may also be utiliZed. Communication 
between computers within the network is made possible with 
the use of communication protocols, which govern how com 
puters exchange information over a network. 

Referring again to FIG. 1, the network includes an IP 
network comprising a plurality of routers 40 and an MPLS 
network comprising a plurality of routers 42. In MPLS, data 
transmission occurs on label-switched paths (LSPs). LSPs 
are a sequence of labels at each and every node along the path 
from the source to the destination. Fixed-length labels are 
inserted at the very beginning of the packet or cell and can be 
used by hardware to switch packets quickly between links. 
The routers may be, for example, a line edge router (LER) 38 
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or a label switching router (LSR). The LSRs participate in the 
establishment of LSPs using the appropriate label signaling 
protocol and high-speed sWitching of the data tra?ic based on 
the established paths. LERs 38 operate at the edge of the 
access netWork and MPLS netWork and support multiple 
ports connected to dissimilar netWorks (such as frame relay, 
ATM, and Ethernet) and forWards this tra?ic on to the MPLS 
netWork after establishing LSPs, using the label signaling 
protocol at the ingress and distributing the traf?c back to the 
access netWorks at the egress. A label identi?es the path a 
packet should traverse and is carried or encapsulated in a 
Layer-2 header along With the packet. The receiving router 
examines the packet for its label content to determine the next 
hop. Once a packet has been labeled, the travel of the packet 
through the netWork backbone is based on label sWitching. 
As shoWn in FIG. 1, When an MPLS enabled netWork is 

part of a bigger netWork a route can often have multiple paths 
to the destination. These multiple paths can include IP paths 
(Paths 1 and 2) and MPLS paths (Paths 3 and 4) (FIG. 1). IP 
Path 1 extends betWeen the LERs 38 coupled to netWork X 
and netWorks A, B, and C. IP Path 2 extends betWeen the 
LERs 38 coupled to netWork X and netWorks A, B, and C. 
MPLS Path 3 extends betWeen the LERs 38 coupled to net 
Work X and netWorks A and B. MPLS Path 4 extends betWeen 
the LERs 38 coupled to netWork X and netWork C. 

An IP path for a given route Within a router is typically 
represented by the router’s next hop IP address, Which is a 
four-byte value. For example, Path 1 of FIG. 1 is represented 
by l5l.l.l.l and Path 2 is represented by l52.l.l.l. An 
MPLS path for a given route is typically represented by an 
encapsulated byte string, Which contains the destination and 
source MAC addresses and the variable siZed MPLS label 
stack. The system of the present invention treats each MPLS 
path the same as the IP path by assigning a path ID that is 
similar to the path ID used for IP paths. Each IP and MPLS 
path in a load sharing path group is given a unique path ID. 
The IP path ID comes from the next hop IP address of the path 
for the route. Each MPLS path is assigned a special IP mul 
ticast address, Where the four most signi?cant bits have the 
format of l 1 l0 (binary) and the rest of the bits come from an 
internally managedpool of identi?ers ranging from 0 to l l l 1, 
11111111, 11111111 (binary). This range is suf?ciently large 
for representing all of the hardWare paths Within the netWork. 
The 1110 pre?x differentiates the MPLS paths from IP paths 
since the next hop IP address used for representing an IP path 
never uses an IP multicast address. With this ID assignment, 
the MPLS paths in a load sharing path group are handled the 
same as the IP paths. The MPLS path IDs may also be broad 
cast IP addresses of the form 255.x.x.x. 

The loWer portion of the ID for MPLS path comes from an 
internal managed pool of ID’s for uniqueness While the most 
signi?cant bits alWays takes lll0(B). The MPLS path ID is 
assigned only once for a softWare MPLS path entity. This path 
ID is returned to the ID pool When the path entity is deleted. 

The process of assigning path IDs is illustrated in FIGS. 3 
and 4. Tables Ia, IIa, and IIIa shoWn in FIG. 3 lists paths for 
pre?xes A, B, and C (corresponding to paths from LER 38 
(coupled to netWork X) to netWorks A, B, and C, respec 
tively). FIG. 4 shoWs Tables Ib, IIb, and IIIb, Which list the 
path IDs assigned to each path. As previously described, the 
path ID for each IP path is its next hop IP address (unicast IP 
address) and a unique IP multicast address is assigned as the 
path ID for each MPLS path. In this example, path 1 has a path 
ID of l5l.l.l.l, path 2 has a path ID of l52.l.l.l, path 3 is 
assigned a path ID of 224.0.0.l and path 4 is assigned a path 
ID of 224.0.0.2. 
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6 
After path IDs are assigned, each path in the path group is 

sorted by the value of the path ID for e?icient path compari 
son that is used for matching path groups to achieve path 
sharing. The path IDs may be sorted by any method that 
simpli?es the matching process. The tables of FIG. 4 are all 
sorted in the same manner. The path IDs in each pre?x’ s path 
group are then compared to see Whether there is any path 
group that can be shared. Each path group identi?ed by the 
path ID (or hashed path IDs) as the key is used to build a 
database that can facilitate the path group matching to deter 
mine the hardWare path sharing for different routes. In the 
above example, pre?x A and pre?x B share the same path 
group since the individual path IDs match. The resulting route 
table and adjacency table are shoWn in FIG. 5. As can be seen 
by FIG. 5, hardWare resources are maximiZed since the same 
hardWare resource is shared betWeen the matching groups for 
pre?x A and pre?x B. 

FIG. 6 is a ?owchart illustrating the above-described pro 
cess of the present invention. At step 80 pre?x and path 
information is received. A path ID is assigned to each path in 
the path groups at step 82. If the path is an IP path the next-hop 
IP address is used as the path ID (steps 84 and 86). If the path 
is an MPLS path, a unique IP multicast address is assigned as 
the path ID (steps 84 and 88). The path IDs in each pre?x’s 
path group are then sorted (step 90) to provide ef?cient com 
parison of the path groups in step 92. It is determined Whether 
there are any path groups that can be shared at step 94. 
HardWare route entries and adjacency entries are pro 
grammed to de?ne the hardWare resources (step 96). It is to be 
understood that the process may be different than that shoWn 
in FIG. 6 and described above, Without departing from the 
scope of the invention. For example, the sorting step 90 may 
be skipped. 
As can be observed from the foregoing, the present inven 

tion has numerous advantages. The system provides hardWare 
resource savings since multiple routes share the same hard 
Ware path. Thus, making the system highly scalable and 
enabling the system to support more routing entries Without 
consuming additional resources to store the path information. 
The system further provides a uniform Way of handling IP and 
MPLS paths. A shorter path ID is used to represent a longer 
MPLS encapsulation string so that the comparison for deter 
mining path matching can be accomplished quicker. The data 
forWarding scheme is self contained and independent of any 
routing protocol implementation details so that routing pro 
tocol implementation change is not likely to cause data for 
Warding scheme changes. 

Although the present invention has been described in 
accordance With the embodiments shoWn, one of ordinary 
skill in the art Will readily recogniZe that there could be 
variations made to the embodiments Without departing from 
the scope of the present invention. Accordingly, it is intended 
that all matter contained in the above description and shoWn 
in the accompanying draWings shall be interpreted as illus 
trative and not in a limiting sense. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for de?ning hardWare routing paths in a net 

Work having IP paths and MPLS paths to a destination node, 
the method comprising: 

receiving path information for a plurality of paths in a path 
group, the path group comprising both IP and MPLS 
paths, each of the IP paths represented by an IP address 
and each of the MPLS paths represented by a label; 

assigning a unique path ID for each path Within the path 
group, the path ID for each path comprising an IP 
address; 

comparing all path IDs in each path group; and 
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assigning a common hardware resource to groups having 
matching path IDs; 

Wherein the path ID assigned for each of said IP paths 
comprises a unicast IP address and the path ID assigned 
for each of said MPLS paths comprises a unique IP 
multicast address. 

2. The method of claim 1 Wherein the unicast IP address 
corresponds to the IP path’s next hop IP address. 

3. The method of claim 2 Wherein the IP multicast address 
is obtained from a pool of identi?ers. 

4. The method of claim 1 Wherein assigning a unique IP 
multicast address comprises assigning a unique IP address 
from an internal managed group of IDs. 

5. The method of claim 4 Wherein the internal managed 
group of IDs is suf?ciently large to represent all netWork 
hardWare paths. 

6. The method of claim 4 Wherein assigning a unique IP 
address comprises assigning a unique IP address for each 
softWare MPLS path entity. 

7. The method of claim 6 further comprising returning an 
assigned unique IP address to the group of internal managed 
IDs When a path entity is deleted. 

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising sorting the 
paths in each of the path groups. 

9. The method of claim 8 Wherein sorting the paths com 
prises sorting the paths by the value of the path ID. 

10. The method of claim 1 further comprising building a 
database containing all path groups and using the database to 
compare the group paths. 

11. The method of claim 1 further comprising program 
ming entries in a route table and adjacency table to de?ne 
hardware resources. 

12. The method of claim 1 Wherein said path group com 
prises paths having corresponding source routers and desti 
nation routers. 

13. The method of claim 1 Wherein said common hardWare 
resource is a hardWare path. 

14. The method of claim 1 Wherein comparing said path 
IDs comprises comparing path IDs in a pre?x’s path group. 

15. A system for de?ning hardWare routing paths in a 
netWork having IP paths and MPLS paths, the system com 
prising: 

a processor operable to receive path information for a plu 
rality of paths in a path group, the path group comprising 
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8 
both IP and MPLS paths, each of the IP paths repre 
sented by an IP address and each of the MPLS paths 
represented by a label, assign a unique path ID for each 
path Within the path group, the path ID for each path 
comprising an IP address, compare all path IDs in each 
path group, and assign a common hardWare resource to 
groups having matching path IDs; and 

memory for storing the path IDs; 
Wherein the path ID assigned for each of said IP paths 

comprises a unicast IP address and the path ID assigned 
for each of said MPLS paths comprises a unique IP 
multicast address. 

16. The system of claim 15 Wherein the path IDs assigned 
for MPLS paths comprise broadcast IP addresses of form 
255.x.x.x. 

17. The system of claim 15 further comprising a database 
of multicast IP addresses suf?ciently large to represent all 
netWork hardWare paths. 

18. The system of claim 15 Wherein the IP multicast 
addresses assigned to said MPLS paths each comprise a com 
mon pre?x and Wherein said pre?x is different than a pre?x of 
the unicast IP addresses and said path IDs. 

19. A computer program product for de?ning hardWare 
routing paths in a netWork having IP paths and MPLS paths, 
the product comprising: 

code that receives path information for a plurality of paths 
in a path group, the path group comprising both IP and 
MPLS paths, each of the IP paths represented by an IP 
address and each of the MPLS paths represented by a 
label; code that assigns a unique path ID for each path 
Within the path group, the path ID for each path com 
prising an IP address; 

code that compares all path IDs in each path group; 
code that assigns a common hardWare resource to groups 

having matching path IDs; and 
a computer-readable storage medium for storing the codes 

and the path IDs; 
Wherein the path ID assigned for each of said IP paths 

comprises a unicast IP address and the path ID assigned 
for each of said MPLS paths comprises a unique IP 
multicast address. 


